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ABSTRACT: 
Principal Topics: 
Firms face the challenge of remaining competitive through both entrepreneurial activities and the 
strategic management of resources. Strategic entrepreneurship around notions of acquiring, bundling 
and leveraging resources to create value for customers and firm competitive advantage has been 
studied in relation to large established firms (Hitt et al 2010) but largely overlooked in studies of small 
and medium enterprises. Recent theorizing regarding the processes by which firms orchestrate 
resources to create new economic activity (Sirmon et al, 2011) has focused on the managerial 
capabilities of structuring, bundling and leveraging resources across the firms breadth, depth and 
lifecycle. This approach offers a potential framework for investigating processes of economic activity 
and strategic renewal (Agarwal & Helfat, 2009). 
 
It is largely accepted that entrepreneurial firms may use a range of processes such as improvisation 
(Moorman & Miner 1998), bricolage (Baker, Miner & Eesley, 2003) or effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2008) 
to explore and exploit business opportunities (Archer, Baker & Mauer 2009). However it could be 
argued that design methods apply all of the above processes further enhanced by visualization 
processes and rapid prototyping of possibilities as new possibilities are investigated and tested in 
marketplaces (Ball & Knecht, 2011; Brown, 2008; Lockwood, 2010). 
 
Support programs such as the UK’s Designing Demand (2010) and New Zealand Better By Design 
(2010) program are mechanisms used by governments to help existing businesses to become more 
profitable and more competitive, with the intention of giving managers the skills to use design 
processes to generate and exploit business opportunities. A recent study of design support and 
intervention programs across six countries identified common principles and practices used to 
stimulate better business performance (Ball & Knecht, 2011). 
 
The extent to which firms engage with design: from no design, to design as style, design as process, 
or design as innovation, sometimes referred to as the Danish Ladder of Design (Fleetwood, 2005) has 
been used to track the application of design in firm level. However little research has been carried out 
regarding how firms engage with design programs to create new economic activity, new business 
opportunities, growth and competitive advantage. Furthermore, despite the investment in intervention 
programs that encourage the implementation of design principles and methodologies, to a large 
extent, little research has been carried out on the processes used in these firms to generate 
entrepreneurial action or the characteristics of firms or environments, with exceptions of specialist 
studies of award winning firms (Whyte, Salter & Gann, 2003). 
 
What is not known is, what processes are used by design programs to generate new entrepreneurial 
action, and what effects these programs have on firms. Given the increasing number of support 
programs applying design principles to generate new business opportunities and economic activity in 
both Europe (Estonia) and Asia (Korea), the processes and potential benefits and limitations of design 
programs to generate economic activity are a growing area of research interest and debate. This 
paper investigates the processes used and conditions at both the firm and environment level, focusing 
on whether an intervention based on design theory leads to increased entrepreneurial activity and 
what conditions influence whether this effect is stronger or weaker. 
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Methods/Key Propositions: 
A previous pilot study of four diverse firms that had participated in a design intervention program 
found that each firm had engaged in new economic activity, resulting in either strategic renewal or a 
new business model. In this paper we investigate the firm characteristics, environmental pressures 
and processes of twenty mature SMEs from diverse manufacturing and service sectors that had 
participated in an intervention program where design thinking and design methods were used to 
generate clearer notions of current users and new potential users, and to shape the strategy and 
implementation of new economic activity. 
 
Participation in the design program required intensive engagement and involvement with the CEO 
and senior management team and was targeted at successful firms that were seeking to grow their 
business. Face to face, in-depth, semi structured interviews of sixty to ninety minutes duration with 
CEO’s and senior managers were carried out by members of the research team, and recorded and 
transcribed. 
 
The purpose of the interviews was to obtain insights from managers on their experiences and 
outcomes with design intervention program and the activities that occurred during and after this 
intervention. Specifically the interviews looked for information on changes in business strategy, the 
customer identification processes, structural change within the companies and the use of design as a 
strategy process. 
 
Results/Implications: 
Findings from this research will provide information about how processes in a design intervention 
program result in new economic activity for SMEs. In particular we find that SMEs with prior expertise 
in developing new products and services for local and international marketplaces, are more likely to 
engage in applying design thinking and technologies, supporting the key importance of design to 
generate economic activity and competitive advantage. 
 
Results from this research have implications for many firms and are also relevant for firms that have 
little prior experience with design as an existing capability within the firm. For example different design 
processes may be needed to progress to different stages on the ladder of design (Fleetwood, 2005). 
The research has important implications for SMEs considering participating in programs designed to 
encourage new economic activity in competitive environments, where new business models may be 
crafted. The findings also have implications for the designers of intervention programs and 
intermediaries involved in the delivery of these programs. 
